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THE RESTRUNG NEW CHAMBER FESTIVAL: BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN HIGH 
ART MUSIC AND POPULAR SENSIBILITIES 
By Danielle Bentley 
Introduction 
The Restrung New Chamber Festival was a practice-led research project which explored the 
intricacies of musical relationships. Specifically, it investigated the relationships between new 
music ensembles and pop-oriented bands inspired by the new music genre. The festival, held at the 
Brisbane Powerhouse (28 February-2 March 2009) comprised 17 diverse groups including the 
Brodsky Quartet, Topology, Wood, Fourplay and CODA. Restrung used a new and distinctive 
model which presented new music and syncretic musical genres within an immersive environment.  
Restrung brought together approaches used in both contemporary classical and popular music 
festivals, using musical, visual and spatial aspects to engage audiences.  Interactivity was 
encouraged through video and sound installations, workshops and forums.  
This paper will investigate some of the issues surrounding the conception and design of the 
Restrung model, within the context of an overview of European new music trends. It includes a 
discussion of curating such an event in a musically sensitive and effective way, and approaches to 
identifying new and receptive audiences. As a guide to programming Restrung, I formulated a 
working definition of new music, further developed by interviews with specialists in Australia and 
Europe, and this will be outlined below.   
 
A New Context for New Music 
Restrung presented a statement on contemporary trends toward the dissolution of genre in new 
classical music, and the juxtapositions and harmonious meeting points of creative mediums and 
cultures. The project experimented with positioning new music within an alternative context to 
those typically associated with classical idioms. For this purpose, a definition of new music was 
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developed which situates it as a multifaceted contemporary voice, growing out of, but not confined 
to, the boundaries of classical traditions.  This definition was developed through interviews with 
specialists (Davidson, i/v with the author, May 18 2005; Swinnen, i/v with the author, 5 September 
2008; Henderson, i/v with the author, 25 August 2008; Heuvelmans, i/v with the author, 5 
September 2008; Wiegold i/v with the author, 28 August 2008); observations at Australian and 
European festivals; and through a literature review of contemporary art music’s historical 
development (Fineberg, 2006; Laycock, 2005; Chatham, 1990, http://kalvos.org/chatess1.html, 
accessed 25 March 2008). 
 
While typical contexts for classical music may remain appropriate for new music, the alternative 
model represented by Restrung responds to a different target audience. Restrung shifted away from 
traditional concert hall presentation styles, particularly in the areas of programming, staging, 
interactivity and video art.  The intention was to create an immersive musical artwork, with 
programming structured to provide flow and variety.  Martin, Seffrin and Whistler describe this 
curatorial process as designing audience experience:  “[t]he structuring of sub-events and their 
placement within the duration of the festival in order to achieve a particular ebb and flow of 
experience on the part of the ‘audience’ are clearly part of the meaning making which festival 
directors undertake in creating their work of art” (2004:103). 
 
Project Background 
The Restrung concept emerged from my experiences as a musician, event organiser and researcher.   
As a ‘cellist, I have worked in a broad range of contexts and have observed diverse approaches to 
musical presentation. From the 2005 research I conducted for a Masters project on new music 
funding, it became apparent that the genre has continually struggled for recognition (Fineberg, 
2006; Dusman, 1994), and that a considerable proportion of traditional classical music audiences 
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and performers dislike or have no interest in it (Dusman, 1994; Guldberg, 1987).  New approaches 
to presentation and promotion needed to be developed in order to reach a receptive demographic 
(Terracini, 2004:49).  This issue has been addressed by a number of organisations such as Bang on 
a Can, and the Gaudeamus Foundation.  Restrung was developed as a solution for the Brisbane 
context. 
The research questions guiding the project were: What strategies are effective in creating a viable 
new music festival?  How does the local context interact with broad festival trends to influence 
curatorial choices? How do conceptions of new music influence curatorial choices in festivals 
focused on this music? What criteria are effective in evaluating the success of new music festivals? 
Restrung addressed these questions through practice-led research, and by experimenting with 
innovative curatorial approaches. As a curator, I approached festival design as the creation of an 
immersive artwork.  The research focuses on the relationship between curatorial processes and how 
they were manifest at the festival.  In order to evaluate and explore this relationship, the research 
focused on participant-observer perspectives, using the festival as a case study, and incorporated 
fieldwork, interviews, focus groups and contextual analysis. The initial design concept for Restrung 
was presented for discussion at focus groups with members of the target audience, broadly defined 
as arts-minded professionals and students, aged 18-45.  This definition was based on personal 
observations of contemporary arts audiences, and on research conducted by Burgess on Topology’s 
audience base (2004). Data was gathered from several sources, including my visits to European and 
Australian festivals, interviews with curators and practitioners, and post-festival focus groups with 
audiences and performers. The resulting explorative study documents the development of a 
customised and localised new music festival, and provides (it is hoped) a useful case study and 
prototype for continued research into new music presentation, performance and promotion. 
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Communicating New Music 
Defining new music is problematic.  Whilst it emanates from the Western art music tradition, it is 
not uncommon for compositions to include non-Western, improvisatory, electronic, visual and 
theatrical elements. One of the issues with promoting new music, argues Fineberg, is a lack of 
“shared vocabulary” with the “non-specialist public” (2006:x).  Fineberg illustrates this with an 
example of a typical interaction encountered when asked to describe his compositions: 
Firstly, I explain that my music is ‘classical’.  By that I mean that it is 
written for mostly the same instruments and ensembles, and using 
essentially the same notation system, as what they think of as classical 
music (Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms, etc.).  While many caveats would 
be necessary to make that last statement completely accurate, I usually 
leave it at that and go on.  I explain that while I and other composers of 
classical music feel that our work is the continuation of the classical 
tradition, it often does not sound at all like that music.  I continue by saying 
that it often sounds quite different from popular or film music as well.  By 
this point both the questioner and I may well be growing frustrated at the 
difficulty of communicating with such a limited body of common terms 
(2006:xi). 
This problem is familiar to me as a practitioner.  In order to develop a communicable definition, I 
asked a number of specialists to describe new music. Peter Swinnen (Vice-President, International 
Society for Contemporary Music) and Gavin Henderson (Artistic Director, Dartington International 
Summer School (DISS)), posited that it is misleading to describe it as “classical”, because the term 
“classical” refers to a heritage tradition. Swinnen defines new music in terms of diversity and 
uniqueness: 
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When I am listening to young composers I am especially listening for 
someone with an interesting voice ... who speaks his own voice. You can say 
that there are stylistic categories but even then, there is so much 
overlapping and crossing between those different categories that I think 
diversity is the best word (i/v with the author, 5 September 2008). 
 
I argue that the term “classical” does provide some clarity when defining new music, but the 
perceived correlation of the word “classical” with “traditional” can be misleading. Furthermore, if 
new music encompasses classical styles and incorporates elements derived from other musical 
sources, at what point does a composition cease to be “classical”, and belong more to another 
genre?  For example, when Fourplay perform Purple Haze, is this new music, classical music, or a 
string quartet playing a cover song?  When a classically trained musician moves into pop-oriented 
idioms, such as singer-songwriter Kate Miller-Heidke, is her work new music? The palette of 
colours is shared, but there are significant differences in the choice of colours, and in what 
quantities and mixtures they are used.  Restrung programming reflected this by placing new music 
within a broad spectrum of hybrid styles. Curation aimed to communicate how new music fits not 
just within the classical sphere, but within the broader musical landscape.   
The key here is that new music is “new”, and so by definition it defies becoming part of a 
standardised canon.  For this reason, it is more likely to thrive within contexts which promote 
innovation than in those which promote heritage. Dusman states:  
I believe that … much new music is subversive to the historic tradition, in 
that it does treat performance as generative and non-reproductive, that a 
basic conceptual component of its existence is its disappearance. In the 
performance of new works an audience member experiences music that s/he 
will probably never hear again, and in this way experiences a present that is 
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unfamiliar and anxiety-provoking in a culture identified by reproductions of 
old music (1994:140). 
 
The New and the Traditional 
There is clearly a longstanding rift between supporters of classical music and new music (Dusman, 
2005:131; Frey, 2003:84; Beaumont, 1998:93; Guldberg, 1987:191).  Whilst there is some overlap 
in the audience base, research indicates that followers of new music are more likely to favour 
contemporary dance over ballet, or new theatre over opera. (Burgess, 2004:50; Henderson, i/v with 
the author 25 August 2008). Dusman argues that new music’s lack of popularity with classical 
audiences is due to its “otherness” (1994:131). She posits that the Western cultural context dictates 
that one must be familiar with music in order to appreciate it. The familiarity of the traditional 
canon as a known quantity reassures the listener. 
Dusman proposes an approach to new music reception in which the listener is not expected to 
necessarily “understand” the music.  She states, “Perhaps if we could accept the inevitability of 
misunderstanding new music and its performance, we could be free of the sense of betrayal and 
disappointment to which our culture is currently committed” (1994:143). Audiences who enjoy 
experimental arts are more likely to embrace this approach.  These audiences are also more likely to 
attend smaller, independent productions in which curators have greater freedom with 
unconventional programming (Frey, 2003:82). Major performing arts companies tend to be 
restricted in programming choices because of heavy reliance on subscribers and government 
funding (Frey, 2003:82). It has been observed that as festivals become more established, they are 
increasingly dependent on these stakeholder groups for survival (Frey, 2003:84; Maughan, i/v with 
the author, 4 September 2008; Terracini, 2004:48). Essentially, subscribers are funding agents.  
This empowers them with considerable influence over programming, and they tend to favour the 
traditional canon over contemporary works (Hopp, i/v with the author, 10 September 2008; Frey, 
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2003:82). Frey states: 
 Holders of season tickets with mostly conservative taste are, moreover, 
strongly interested in what is presented and form a powerful lobby, which 
can exert a considerable pressure on the managers and the subsidy-giving 
politicians if they are dissatisfied with ‘their’ opera house or orchestras.  As 
a consequence, the directors have little possibility of fulfilling their artistic 
conceptions of originality.  In contrast, independently organised festivals 
provide a possibility of exhibiting artistic creativity.  Festivals may well 
specialise in an audience honouring unorthodoxy, excellence and special 
tastes (2003:82).  
Innovative festival models maintain freshness through various strategies.  Melbourne’s 
biennial Next Wave appoints a new director for each festival, and it is expected that 
each director will attract a fifty percent new audience base (Westbury, i/v with author, 
14 November 2008).  TINA in Newcastle caters exclusively for artists whose work does 
not fit into the major arts festival programmes.  A high rotation of directors, and a 
diverse range of events, means that the festival “renews” itself organically each year 
(Westbury, i/v with author, 14 November 2008). The focus in a new music festival 
should be on its central concern: what is emerging, engaging, experimental, and most 
importantly, what is new. 
 
Community at The Arts Festival  
Research on arts festivals remains relatively undernourished (Williams & Bowdin, 2008:86; 
Australia Council Research Paper No. 13; EFRP, 2007:1).  The European Festival Research Project 
(EFRP) is one of the only dedicated festival research bodies. It recognises festivals as an important 
part of facilitating cultural understandings within the European Union: “Festivals are reshaping the 
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public space in Europe, assert new focal points beyond the traditional cultural centres and have a 
potential to forge new alliances and partnerships and further the intercultural competence of all 
parties involved” (EFRP, 2007:1). As community gathering grounds, and incubators for creativity, 
festivals also play an important role in cultural tourism, and cultural identity: “The ways in which 
the arts feed into the wider cultural infrastructure … can be extremely catalytic for local creativity 
and innovation in both cultural production and consumption.” (Hartley and Haseman, 2000:28-29). 
The role of the festival as a community force is consistent throughout recorded history.  Festivals 
provide important spaces for marginalised and developing communities (Seffrin, 2006). 
Communities, once defined only in terms of class, geography and ethnicity, are now increasingly 
defined as groups of people “connecting with a particular aspect of their lives, rather than requiring 
the kind of totality of commitment that a traditional sense of community evokes” (Seffrin, 
2006:254).  This is evident in Macleod’s description of the cultural tourist for whom festivals 
provide a sense place and identity.  These travellers “ … ‘carry their world with them’ and will feel 
at home when in the company of similar people and apparently familiar places, no matter where the 
visitor may find themselves” (2006:231). Martin, Seffrin and Whistler describe the festival 
phenomenon as a “true and contemporary expression of a particular culture” (2004:109).  They 
emphasise the festival’s role as a gathering place for the marginalised to rekindle their strength:  
Where communities are struggling with self-concept, grappling with the 
forces of mediatised globalisation, attempting to maintain a sense of local 
place and ceremony, and where theatre artists are working to engage new 
young audiences so that theatre might not end up as an anachronistic art 
form (Martin, Seffrin and Whistler, 2004:96).  
This concern with community building amongst artists was integral to Restrung; it created a space 
for the new music community to discuss, develop, promote and celebrate their work. 
 
 9 
The Audience Experience 
The ongoing challenge to promote new music can largely be attributed to a general lack of 
knowledge about what it is. Fineberg states: 
 It is one of the truly unfortunate consequences of contemporary music’s 
marginalisation that, through no fault of their own, even highly cultured 
individuals – who would be embarrassed not to have read a book by a well-
known author or seen an important art exhibition – have no knowledge 
whatsoever of these composers’ work (2006:xii). 
In order to address this issue, Restrung aimed to attract new audiences, firstly through carefully 
crafted marketing. The Brisbane Powerhouse has an established audience base, which provided a 
foundation from which to work (Ross, p/c to the author, 18 January 2008).    The festival was 
extensively promoted through local and national media.  Promotional images gave the impression 
of “classical grunginess” by juxtaposing a ‘cellist dressed in Victorian-style apparel with graffiti-
strewn walls. Post-festival focus group participants described the images as invoking “mystery” and 
“sexiness”  - concepts not usually associated with chamber music. One participant said that the 
combination of these images with “Restrung New Chamber Festival” clearly articulated that the 
event would be a “reframing of music in some way”.   
 
Drawcard acts such as the Brodsky Quartet boosted the event’s profile. Restrung included a ticketed 
theatre programme, curated by Andrew Ross (Director, Brisbane Powerhouse) and Topology’s 
Robert Davidson.  These concerts included a specially commissioned work by Davidson, Six Pack 
Symphony, and performances by the Brodsky Quartet and a number of high profile Australian 
ensembles.   The free Turbine Platform programme featured a diverse range of acts ranging from 
pop-oriented singer-songwriters through to an avant-garde solo violinist. 
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The free programme made the event economically accessible, and facilitated drawing larger 
audience numbers for lesser-known acts.  This, combined with the informal setting of the Turbine 
Platform, was integral to Restrung’s success. Terracini (Artistic Director, Brisbane Festival) has 
suggested staging informal free new music events in order to break down barriers of perceived 
elitism (2004:49). The concert hall setting, according to Henderson (i/v with the author, 25 August 
2008), is partly to blame for the decrease in classical music’s popularity.  Since the advent of the 
cinema, there has been a move towards multi-purpose halls favouring straight rows of seating 
facing a stage, a design that may provide an acoustically sound environment, but does not 
acknowledge the social role of music. Focus group data collected in 2007 supports Henderson’s 
argument.  Many participants indicated that they found the concert hall environment staid and tense.  
As Henderson states, “ … every culture has its own language and set of rules.  People not familiar 
with the classical concert format may feel perfectly comfortable at a football game, and vice 
versa”(ibid.). Henderson believes that club culture and dance parties now play a large part in 
fulfilling music’s social role.   
Consistent with this is Florida’s work which suggests that modern audiences increasingly prefer 
events in which they play an active role (2003:167-168).  Preliminary focus groups confirmed this;  
participants expressed strong interest in forums, workshops and interactive activities.  Florida 
(2003) posited that the modern audience’s demand for interactivity is a reaction to a decrease in 
“real life” interactions.  Prendergast believes that live arts provide audiences with an important 
shared experience with performers: 
 
Live performance forms … provide a crucial counterbalance to the 
prevailing forms of film, television, and other mass media forms of 
performance.  These performing arts audiences are generally more 
challenged — aesthetically, affectively and cognitively — in their reception 
 11 
and interpretation of live performance.  Also, due to the inherent nature of 
shared presence in live performance, the potential exists for authentic, 
meaningful interactions between performers and spectators in a way that is 
not possible in most media-based performance forms (2007:232). 
 
In response to this phenomenon, the Restrung model incorporated social, interactive and 
educational activities. Features typical of dance festivals, such as live-mixed video art and 
installation works, encouraged immersion within the space. One of the greatest curatorial challenges 
was to sensitively and effectively combine visual and musical elements.  This was addressed by 
facilitating collaborations between video artists and performers.  
 
Interactive activities included the Restrung Forum and the Violinarium.  The forum focussed on 
participants’ experiences at Restrung and ideas for its future development.  The Violinarium, an 
interactive sound sculpture, is the world's largest playable violin. It was inspired by the creative 
music making tradition, as espoused by composers including Holst, Cage and Wiegold (Laycock, 
2005). This movement focuses on creating performance opportunities for untrained and amateur 
instrumentalists, and reflects “…a belief in the rights of all people to have access to creative artistic 
experience” (Laycock, 2005:25).  The Violinarium provided all festival-goers with unique and 
playful music making opportunities. 
A diverse range of approaches to audience engagement are in use by other new music festivals. 
Aurora takes place biannually throughout Sydney’s Western suburbs. Artistic Director Matthew 
Hindson chose locations where there was little in the way of alternative arts. Hindson aims to 
democratise the availability of new music to a broader socio-economic audience base (i/v with the 
author, 13 February 2007).  
In a very different context, the DISS promotes egalitarianism amongst practitioners using a 
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participatory music making approach. Tutors, amateur players, students and performers work, live 
and eat communally for one week. Professionals are paid the same wage regardless of fees 
commanded in the “real” world.  Whilst the festival predominantly focuses on Western classical 
music, Henderson has introduced courses in other genres such as rock and pop. Henderson believes 
that it is important for the programme to reflect the syncretic nature of contemporary music, and to 
stimulate cross-genre discussions and collaborations (i/v with the author, 25 August 2008).  
Similarly, the Restrung programme democratised music making in the space through workshops 
and interactive installations, and exhibited stylistic diversity by highlighting relationships between 
different genres. 
Amsterdam’s International Gaudeamus Music Week provides pertinent examples of 
experimentation with musical syncretism and relationships between context and music reception.  
For example, the Night of the Unexpected 2008 surveyed connections between performance art, 
sound and video art, composition and electronica. During the first section of the evening, each 
performance item took place in a different part of the venue, necessitating audience members to 
move about the space. After interval, the venue was transformed into a nightclub, featuring 
experimental electronica. This event reflected the ethos of the Restrung model in two ways.  Firstly, 
by exploring the relationships between stylistically diverse genres.  Secondly, by creating an 
immersive space with staging, lighting and video art. Henk Heuvelmans, the festival director, hopes 
to draw more people to the main Gaudeamus programme through events like this (i/v with the 
author, 5 September 2008).  
By programming new music and non-classical genres together, a space is created  in which 
audiences can directly experience musical relationships between different genres.  New music 
festivals which make interesting use of venue, context and staging, and which include interactive 
and visual elements, are more likely to attract audiences who seek out the new.  I believe that a 
festival model which embraces this style of innovative curation, and combines it with clever 
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marketing strategies, is likely to be successful.   If realised effectively, it is a curatorial approach 
which uses the festival format as a vehicle for new music to speak for itself, and thus define and 
redefine itself at will. 
 
Conclusion 
Restrung provided a space for new music ensembles and pop-oriented bands inspired by art music. 
New music is a contemporary and multifaceted voice that, by virtue of its constant renewal, defies 
concrete definition.  Whilst it emanates from the classical tradition, it incorporates elements from a 
diverse range of musical genres and art forms.  Classical audiences are typically drawn to the 
familiar. As an innovative art form, new music is often better suited to performance contexts which 
attract audiences who seek out the new.  Throughout the Western world, practitioners are 
experimenting with strategies to increase new music’s popularity and promote creative 
development.    Restrung was a successful attempt to do this within the Brisbane context.  It 
provided a meeting ground in which to stretch the limits of what it means to compose, perform and 
experience new music.   
 
INTERVIEWEES: 
Gavin Henderson  
Henderson is the Director of the Dartington International Summer School and Principal of the 
Central School of Speech and Drama in London. He holds a CBE, and has previously been Chief 
Executive of the New Philharmonia Orchestra, Artistic Director of the Brighton Festival, and 
Principal of Trinity College of Music. 
 
Peter Wiegold 
Wiegold is a composer, teacher, director and conductor. He co-directed iF festival in London with 
Colin Riley. Currently, Wiegold is the Head of Music Research at Brunel University. Wiegold is a 
leading exponent of combining improvisatory and compositional skills, and he collaborates 
extensively with non-Western musicians. Much of his work comprises teaching improvisatory skills 
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to both amateur and professional musicians. 
 
Henk Heuvelmans 
Heuvelmans has been Director of the Gaudeamus Foundation and the International Gaudeamus 
Music Week in Amsterdam for over 25 years. 
 
Peter Swinnen 
Swinnen is a Belgian composer. He was a juror for the 2008 Gaudeamus Prize and is currently 
Vice-President of the International Society for Contemporary Music. 
 
Martin Westbury 
Westbury is an Australian broadcaster, writer, media maker and festival director. He founded This 
Is Not Art Festival (TINA) in Newcastle in 1998. TINA comprises four events in one: National 
Young Writers’ Festival, Critical Animals Research Symposium, Electrofringe and Sound Summit. 
 
Dr Robert Davidson 
Robert Davidson is a composer, academic and bassist. His works are performed regularly with his 
Brisbane-based ensemble Topology. Davidson co-curated the Six Pack Concert Series at Restrung 
with Brisbane Powerhouse Director Andrew Ross.  
 
Christopher Maughan 
Christopher Maughan is the Coordinator of the European Festival Research Project (EFRP), a 
Principal Lecturer in Arts Management at De Montfort University in Leicester, England, and a 
Director of the Leicester Comedy Festival.  
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